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Pandemic Signage
By Elias Levey-Swain and Sam Kwait-Spitzer

Our exhibit engages with a number of distinct themes, and this thematic range reflects the evolution
of our inquiry and points of exploration. However, the common thread that ties our exhibit together
is public communication. We have centered local institutions in this exhibit, and we hope through
exploring our collection you will feel encouraged to consider how COVID-19 has changed the way
communities and institutions interact, and how this interaction, in turn, has changed how we
experience the pandemic. Moreover, we hope you will come to consider how these shifts in both
method and content of communication are made manifest in the public spaces we all inhabit, in
diverse and dynamic ways. Our definition of institution is quite broad, as is our definition of
community, and we encourage you to ponder what differentiates one from the other.
As you will soon find out, our sources are quite pictorial. This exhibit is solely made up of
photographs of signage and screenshots of community newsletters. Highlighting these two
mediums was a purposeful decision on our part. Signs, by nature, are limited in the amount of
content they can contain. The content of a sign reveals what an institution deems most necessary to
share and illuminates how they conceive of their role in community. The tone of a sign, its colors,
emotions, and design reveals how an institution wants to connect with a community. While
institutions cannot control who sees a sign, they can certainly control who receives a newsletter. The
curated nature of a newsletter frames the bounds of a community, and comparing the form of the
newsletter with that of the sign reveals the differences in how an institution acts as it moves
between the public and the more private.
One of the primary dynamics we have hoped to articulate through our collecting process has been
the somewhat paradoxical nature of public signage at this time. Public communications, in many
cases, are both authoritative and vulnerable. They tell us what to do, how to behave, etc., but they
are also subject to the whims and attitudes of the public. We consider this a characteristic that is not
exceptional to the era of COVID-19, rather, it is merely something that this moment has elucidated.
The complex relationship between authority and vulnerability can be interrogated in any number of
contexts, and we hope those who view this exhibit will consider how the material manifestations of
both power and insecurity are often found in the same places.

A Gulf Oil station in Garrison, NY, announcing that it will be open for full service
"during quarantine".
Two nearby bridges display signage relating to COVID-19 and social distancing in public places.

Signage at the pedestrian entrance to the MidHudson Bridge in Highland, NY.

COVID-19 signage at the end of the Highland
section of the Hudson Valley Rail Trail, just before
it turns into the Walkway Over the Hudson.

Physical and online communication from Elting
Memorial Library (New Paltz, NY).

Public signage outside Elting Memorial Library in
New Paltz, NY.

Online COVID-19 messaging on the Elting Memorial Library website.

Overlapping Authorities: Playgrounds Restrictions at Blessed Sacrament Catholic School in
Washington DC
These two photos of signage outside the Blesses Sacrament school playground exemplify how
COVID-based restrictions exist in concert with other, more normative restrictions and authorities.

Stuffed animals and congratulatory signs denote a zoo-themed birthday party in Chevy, Chase MD

Andes, NY
Signage around the small town of
Andes, NY, sharing COVID-19related updates and offering public
health warnings.

COVID-19 Signage at the Andes Fire Department

Andes Central School COVID-19 Signage

Presbyterian Church of Andes Public Signage

Safe Six
We chose to add this image to our
exhibit because its use of humor
to convey the importance of social
distancing illustrates how
institutions use appeals to
emotion to convey a message and
convince the audience.

Safe Six: COVID-19 Signage at All Saints Episcopal Church in
Northfield, MN

